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God seldom conforms to our expectations.  You know that, and I know that, and, we could argue, John the Baptist should have known that.  But, apparently, he didn’t. And, sometimes we forget it. 
When that happens, when God acts in a manner not consistent with our expectations of God, we often find ourselves in a spiritual crisis.  We assume, of course, that our expectations of God are reasonable and that any disappointment of these expectations must be due to an impostor of the divine whom we mistakenly trusted or because of a failure on God’s part.   
That was the situation with John the Baptist when we meet him, dejected and complaining, toward the middle of Matthew’s gospel.  No wonder.  I empathize with John the Baptist. This great servant of God went quickly from living in the lime light cast on the forerunner of the Messiah, the man who baptized the renowned prophet named Jesus, to spending his days in the dark loneliness of a remote prison contemplating whether he was about to have his life taken from him.  
How could I have been so wrong? John the Baptist kept asking himself. Or, was I wrong? John the Baptist was sitting in prison battling criticism while Jesus was traveling the roads of Galilee enjoying a growing popularity.  Maybe I misunderstood, John mused, or maybe Jesus tricked me.  Whatever!  I have to know about this matter.  
John the Baptist summoned to his side some of his disciples and commissioned them to find Jesus and ask him if he really was the Messiah or if everybody should wait for someone else.  John the Baptist wanted a report.  Not only was he in a bad place physically, he was in a profound crisis spiritually.  We all understand the situation and feelings of John the Baptist, I am sure.
Epiphany!  It is time for an epiphany—a revelation of the divine nature.  That was the question here—the divine nature.  Let us pay attention to the light that enables us better to understand God, knowing that our understanding of God directly impacts how we understand ourselves and the world.
Are we looking and listening?  Can we see?  If so, even if we see clearly, we are not yet through scratching our heads and shuffling our feet in wonderment, though the better word may be bewilderment.
To understand the nature of God is to understand that God has biases.  I realize that you may not react well to that observation.  I know that I did not handle it well the first time I heard it.  God has biases.
The biases of God are clear in both the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures.  Take the Hebrew Scriptures first.  There we meet the God who is biased toward creation rather than chaos, toward justice and mercy rather than oppression and vengeance.  But the divine biases extend beyond issues.  God is biased toward the poor, the oppressed, and those in trouble.
Now fast-forward to the Christian scriptures.  Epiphany!  Jesus embodies all of the divine that can take human form.  Do the biases that characterize God in the Hebrew Scriptures show up in Jesus?  Well, decide for yourselves.  Listen to the first words out of the mouth of Jesus as he began his public ministry explaining God’s purpose for his birth and ministry.
The spirit of the Lord is upon me, speaking in the synagogue in Nazareth, Jesus declared in his inaugural sermon, (God) has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  (God) has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.  There!  There are the divine biases!
Interestingly, when Jesus was interviewed by the emissaries from John the Baptist inquiring about his true identity, he did not respond defensively—“Yes, I am the Messiah!  How could John question me?”—he responded mercifully, not by explaining his identity, but suggesting that they return to John the Baptist and tell him of Jesus’ activity.  Go and tell John, Jesus said, what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.  The activities that Jesus detailed coincided with the purposes of God for his ministry and the biases of God revealed in the Hebrew Scriptures. 
As you would expect, John the Baptist was not alone in his doubts about Jesus’ identity.  Scores of very religious people condemned Jesus for spending too much time with individuals with whom they did not spend any time—the poor, prostitutes, sinners who had notorious reputations in the community.  When challenged about spending too much time with sinners, Jesus responded, Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but sinners.
Do you hear that?  The gospel is not for perfect people; the gospel is for people in trouble.  The only qualification one needs to become a Christian is to be enough aware of his or her problems, failures, sins, troubles, that accepting the love of God, a relationship with Christ, and living with mercy seem like possibilities too good to be true.
Great goodness!  No wonder that God seldom conforms to our expectations of God.  We under-expect, we set our sights too low; we sell God short and sell ourselves short.  Most of the first century people looking for a Messiah thought the long-awaited one would come in the form of a great king, a miracle-worker, or a mighty warrior.  They were looking for someone to give them political freedom and national sovereignty, someone who also could heal individuals’ hurts.  These people found it difficult to adjust to the Christ illuminated in the divine epiphany—the Messiah was a servant rather than a king, a peace-maker rather than a warrior, and a savior who lovingly commended freedom rather than a miracle-worker who wowed people into submission.  No one got what they wanted or expected; everyone got more!  But, it took time for that to sink in; the epiphany of Christ troubled them before they found the awesome comfort in it.
It makes us wonder, does it not, if we are looking too low, expecting too little, selling God short in our expectations of God.  It makes me wonder if we sometimes reject God because God wants more from us and for us than we find predictable and comfortable.  That is why we so need to take seriously this divine epiphany.
God is biased—that is one part of this epiphany. God is biased, but God is not partial. And, the impartiality of God is as controversial as are the biases of God.  Let me tell you what I mean.  
People always seem to have a tendency to identify God exclusively with their nation; in other words, to reduce the universal God to a national deity.
In the fall of 2003, Lieutenant General William G. Boykin toured this nation speaking in numerous churches dressed in full military regalia, identifying himself as an evangelical Christian and telling people that he was recruiting soldiers for an army to fight for God’s kingdom.  Highly respected as an officer heading up a significant part of the work of the U.S. military in Afghanistan, Boykin reflected on his earlier work against a war lord in Somalia declaring, “I knew my God was bigger than his” and boasting, “We in the army of God, in the house of God, the kingdom of God have been raised for such a time as this.”
Recently I learned firsthand the irrational emotionalism that surrounds this theological issue.  As I was getting ready to board a flight from Atlanta to Monroe, a writer from the Washington Post called my cell phone to ask if I believed that God has a special preference for the United States.  Is our nation God’s favorite or one of God’s favorites?—that was the point of the reporter’s question.  I was ready to answer the inquiry immediately—I did not want to miss the plane—but as I framed my words, I did a fast mental inventory of the biblical materials that were informing my answer.  Two incidents came to mind immediately.
I smiled to myself as I thought about the tussle that went on between God and Jonah.  God commissioned Jonah to travel to Nineveh to demonstrate God’s compassion for all nations and to preach about repentance and forgiveness.  Well, Jonah ran in the opposite direction.  Jonah was of the opinion that some people—foreigners to be specific—simply did not need to know about God’s love.  In Jonah’s way of thinking, foreigners had no business getting too close to God.  As a matter of fact, Jonah saw the people of Nineveh as “the enemy.”
You know that whole, somewhat laughable story.  Eventually, despite all of Jonah’s protests and detours, he decided to demonstrate and to proclaim God’s universal love in Nineveh.  God is not a national deity!  
I thought also of Isaiah, the prophet who set off a firestorm of protest by telling the people of Israel that God wanted them to be a “light to the nations,” the medium through which the whole world would come to know God’s salvation.  The divine commission given to Israel challenged deep-seated prejudices and hit a raw nerve among many people.  Many early religious leaders in Israel assumed such a level of exclusiveness in their relationship to God that they even applied God’s commandments only to other Israelites.  According to these leaders, love your neighbor, don’t kill, and welcome the stranger meant love your neighbor if your neighbor is a part of Israel, don’t kill an Israelite, and welcome strangers if they too are a part of Israel.  The people of Israel knew they were blessed by God, but now they were being told that they were blessed by God so that they could bless and be a blessing to others.
Of course, this retrospective on biblical anecdotes occurred in a flash.  There was no time to reflect on the fact that the first people to visit Jesus in Bethlehem were religiously unclean shepherds, outsiders—people of the world.  The heroes of Christmas and Epiphany, the replicas of which make it into most contemporary manger scenes, were Easterners—not wise people from Israel, but star-gazers from a distant land.  Was God making a point about this birth at the time of Jesus’ birth?  Later of course, Jesus sent his disciples into the whole world with his message of love and reconciliation.  So universal was the spirit and substance of Christianity that when John wrote its theology related to the coming of Christ, he started with the most memorized words in all of Christian Scripture—“For God so loved the world!”  Peter gave voice to the powerful result of the divine epiphany, saying to people in the early church words they never expected to hear: I truly understand, the apostle said, that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears (God) and does what is right is acceptable to (God).  The confession rocked and revolutionized the early Christian community.
Well, the Washington Post carried my response to its reporter’s question which made the point that no nation is the apple of God’s eye, because God loves all people and holds all nations to the same standards.  The next afternoon, I received a call from a rabbi friend in Los Angeles who told me excitedly, “Rush Limbaugh just attacked you on his show!”  It seemed like a big deal to this rabbi; and, later, after several other calls and emails, I found it was a big deal for a lot of other people.  Mr. Limbaugh took exception to my description of the Bible’s depiction of God’s non-partiality toward nations.  So outraged was Mr. Limbaugh, if his emotions honestly reflected his thoughts, surmised that I was some pseudo-minister who had no congregation.  Moreover, the popular radio ideologue charged that I lent support to the terrorists who attacked our nation by my unpatriotic refusal to say that God has a preference for America over all other nations.
Epiphany!  God is biased toward people in need and non-preferential in relation to nations.  Well, so what?  Why is this insight into God’s nature important to us?
To begin with, it is terribly important that we worship the real God rather than a personally-constructed idol or a national deity.  What a tremendous comfort it is to know that the God who is sovereign of the universe is interested in an intimate relationship with all people—with every person.
Wonderful!  I have a chance with God; we all do.  God is biased toward people exactly like us—the poor, whether the poverty is one of possessions or spirit; the troubled, whether as a result of weak wills of their own or strong manipulation by others; the imprisoned, whether as a result of being confined behind bars, oppressed by social and professional expectations, or abused by a spouse or a friend.  Listen!  The only qualifications that we need to come before God are our problems, our brokenness, our hurt, our lost-ness, our soulful seeking.  God’s love and grace are for us—no matter what kind of trouble we are in and regardless of where we live.








Holy, Loving God: On this King Holiday weekend, we are reminded of how easy it is for good people to hold evil prejudices, of how the church of Jesus Christ can spawn revolutions that change nations through democratic, non-violent methods, and of how dreams inspired by your nature inspire and sustain actions that give evidence to the world of your divine love, justice, and mercy. Thank you, God, thank you for your servants who challenge our prejudices and call us to our higher selves, nudging us toward the life that you intend for all people.
Guiding God, unite within us compassion and vision that we may be restless until we see a forfeiture of change based on violence, nations committed to equality among and justice for all people, and churches afire with passion for experiences of genuine community born out of radical diversity. As we give thanks for the vision that you entrusted to our brother Martin King, we request your vision for our time, for our lives, for our church. Keep us watching carefully and working compassionately that all who see us may know your freedom and walk in the way of the one who said, “I am the light of the world.” Amen.
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